This paper investigates (a) the applicability of North's (2000) language proficiency scale to junior high school (JHS) students in Japan, and (b) attainment levels on North's scale of JHS students as measured with a task-based interview test, which was analyzed using the multi-faceted Rasch measurement model (Linacre, 2003) . The analysis of 171 students' utterances shows that (a) North's scale suits Japanese JHS students overall, and that (b) the attainment levels of speaking ability are the Smattering level for public third-year JHS students on average, and the Breakthrough or Waystage levels for public third-year JHS students with higher proficiency. When students at national JHSs are considered, the maximum level may be expanded to the Waystage Plus or above level. It is concluded that North's scale can be appropriately used in the Japanese educational context without modification and that the Tourist to Threshold levels may be realistic goals for JHS students in Japan.
Introduction
In "an Action Plan to Cultivate 'Japanese with English Abilities,'" the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT, 2003) proposed goals of "English language abilities required for all Japanese nationals": Junior-high-school graduates "can conduct basic communication with regard to areas such as greetings, responses, or topics relating to daily life," while senior-high-school graduates "can conduct normal communication with regard to topics, for example, relating to daily life." The MEXT also established explicit exit criteria for average students: passing "the third level of the Society for Testing English Proficiency (STEP)" for junior high school (JHS) students and "the second level or the pre-second level of the … STEP" for senior high school students.
While these attempts to clarify goals are beneficial, there seem to be two problems.
1 First, the STEP evaluation standards used as the basis are rather simple (see Society for Testing English Proficiency Inc., 2001) and do not seem to be theoretically or empirically grounded. Second, it seems unclear whether the goals of "the third level" or "the second or pre-second level" of the STEP are appropriate because the MEXT does not present rationales for its plans. Niisato (2003) , Erikawa (2004) , and Nihon Gaikokugo Kyouiku Kaizen Kyougikai (2003 Kyougikai ( , 2004 point out that there is a wide gap between the curriculum and the goals in the Action Plan. Since these goals are likely to be used for various purposes, such as curriculum development and program evaluation, the two issues above may have serious consequences and need to be addressed in detail. (North, 2000, pp. 274-278) .
Secondly, no other proficiency scales have gone through more detailed validation than North's (2000) scale. From the beginning of scale construction, North conducted qualitative and quantative validation studies that have shown many positive results. He used theories of communicative competence and language use in defining and classifying scale categories and ordered revised descriptors according to their perceived difficulty by teachers using the multi-faceted Rasch measurement model (Linacre, 2003 ). North's scale was later tested and supported across languages (e.g., English, German, French; North, 2000 North, , 2002a . Furthermore, since North (2000) was used as the basis of the Common Reference Levels in the Common European Framework (CEF scales; Council of Europe, 2001), the following validity evidence of the CEF scales can be interpreted as North's (2000) scale: the positive evidence from studies that used self-assessments 2 Thirdly, North's (2000) scale has more levels at the lower end of the scale (i.e., Smattering, (Jones, 2002; North, 2002b) as well as expert judgments (Kaftandjieva & Takala, 2002) and from studies across several languages (e.g., English, French, Italian in North, 2002b; Finnish in Kaftandjieva & Takala, 2002) .
3
Despite these three strong reasons to adopt North (2000) , some may claim that the scale may not be appropriate to the Japanese context because it was basically developed with European contexts in mind. However, the author thinks that it is possible to use the scale, with modifications if necessary, for three reasons: its context-free nature, similarity of Japanese and European educational background, and empirical evidence. First, North's scale and the CEF scales are intended to be "context-free in order to accommodate generalizable results from different specific contexts" (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 21 , 2004) . Thus, it is reasonable to expect the scale to fit the Japanese context. Second, Nekoda and Nekoda (2002) argue that there are similarities in the educational background of Europe and Japan (i.e., use of communicative approach, recent emphasis on accountability, the need to exchange information among practitioners) and they advocate the use of the CEF scales in Japan. Third, two studies (In'nami, 2004; Nekoda, Nekoda, & Miura, in press) have used the CEF scales and have shown positive results concerning the applicability of the scales to Japanese learners. In'nami (2004) conducted a listening test based on the CEF scales for 361 Japanese learners of English (mainly university students). In his results, there were neither misfitting items nor misfitting persons (i.e., all items and test takers followed the response patterns expected from Rasch analysis), and the order of item difficulty Tourist, Breakthrough, Waystage levels; see Table 1 ) and covers a wider range of proficiency levels for novice learners than other scales including the CEF scales. This characteristic offers the great advantage of allowing assessment of attainment levels of Japanese JHS students whose speaking ability is likely to be very low. In addition, North's (2000) scale contains various graded levels covering language ability from beginners to very proficient. Therefore, it can be utilized not only for examining attainment levels but also for setting goals of various stages of English language learning, such as junior and senior high school graduates, university students, adults in general, or English teachers, as suggested by Niisato (2003) .
was overall the same as predicted from the CEF scales. Nekoda et al. (in press) asked Japanese learners to rate their proficiency 1 While North's (2000) scale includes every proficiency level from beginners to very advanced, as in Table 1 , it is unrealistic to expect Japanese JHS students to reach the high levels. The plausible maximum level was considered Waystage Plus because the Course of Study stipulated that 262.5 to 350 hours (105 to 140 classes of 50-minute instructions per year, which are conducted for three years) should be allocated for English lessons in JHSs (Ministry of Education, Science & Culture, 1989) . Van Ek and Trim (1991) state that a Waystage level can be reached after studying 270 to 290 hours, including instruction and self-study time, while a Threshold level takes 645 to 690 hours (Clark, n.d.) . Waystage Plus is "a weaker realization of Threshold content, or strong Waystage performance" (North, p. 275) , which makes it reasonable to set Waystage Plus as the maximum possible level when only instruction time is considered in the Japanese context. using the CEF scales and analyzed the similarity of expected patterns from these scales and actual patterns using item response theory. The results were that most participants and items behaved in a similar way to the predicted patterns, indicating the usefulness of the CEF scales in Japanese contexts. In sum, this theoretical and empirical support leads to the argument that North's scale, as well as the CEF scales, functions well in Japan. By way of caution, however, this paper also poses a research question (Research Question 1) as to this issue of suitability, and examines it empirically.
To date, a speaking test has not been developed that can differentiate speaking ability below the Waystage level and that is based on the CEF or North's scales. The present study thus included the development of a speaking test for Japanese JHS students that can assess ability from Smattering to Waystage Plus levels before examining attainment levels of JHS students (Research Question 2).
Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of the study is to examine (a) the degree of applicability of North's (2000) scale to the Japanese context and (b) attainment levels of Japanese junior high school (JHS) students. Accordingly, the following two questions are addressed.
1. To what extent does North's scale suit Japanese JHS students? 2. What levels on North's proficiency scale can Japanese JHS students reach during three years of English-language study at JHSs? The distinguishing characteristics of the current study can be summarized as follows. First, the degree of suitability of North's (2000) scale is investigated with Japanese JHS students with a particular focus on speaking ability using a speaking test, whereas In'nami (2004) targeted mostly Japanese university students and listening ability as measured by a listening test, and Nekoda et al. (in press) asked Japanese vocational college, university, graduate school students to self-assess their own overall ability. Second, for the first time, attainment levels of JHS students are explored with North's scale as a basis. Third, a speaking test that can assess ability from Smattering to Waystage Plus levels of North's scale is developed and the validity of the test is examined.
Method 4.1 Participants
A total of 171 students aged 14 to 16 years old participated in the current study. All had studied English for about two to three years in Japanese junior high schools (JHSs) (M = 28.97 [months] , SD = 4.45). They included 148 third-year students at two public JHSs (JHS-A & JHS-B) and 23 first-year senior high school (SHS) students at a public (prefectural) SHS (n = 5) and at a SHS affiliated with a national university (n = 18). All the students in the third year of the two JHSs participated, whereas all 23 SHS students agreed to take a test at their teachers' request. All the public SHS students were enrolled in the English course and graduated from public JHSs. Approximately 60％ of all students at a national SHS and in an English course at public SHS normally go to university directly after graduation. First-year SHS students were included in this study in order to determine the possible attainment levels of JHS students upon graduation from the school. Their speaking ability was viewed as similar to JHS students' since they had just graduated from JHSs.
Test Instrument
The speaking test was designed to measure the speaking component of school-based proficiency of Japanese JHS students. School-based proficiency is defined as "ability used in comprehending and producing a language obtained through formal instruction and textbooks," adapted from Shohamy (1992) . In the current research, "speaking ability" equals school-based speaking proficiency, and in order to assess such proficiency, functions, vocabulary, and grammar were selected based on learned materials specified by the Course of Study (Ministry of Education, Science & Culture, 1989 , 1999 . Table 2 shows the correspondence between each task, expected response, descriptor(s) in North and the Course of Study in the speaking test used in this study. North's descriptors and contexts or functions in the Course of Study were matched in order to assess shared aspects of proficiency and achievement.
As seen in Table 3 , the speaking test is composed of five tasks that elicit both dialogue (Task 2 with five items and Task 3 with three items, both tasks being scripted role plays) and monologue (Task 1, self-introduction; Task 4, describing ones' favorites; Task 5, explaining differences between two pictures; see Koizumi, 2003 for details) . In order to focus on assessing speaking ability, Japanese meanings of an interviewer's questions were presented to a student when he or she seemed to have difficulty in understanding the prompts. Planning time (of one minute) was given only in Task 4 in order to reflect North's (2000) descriptors (see Council of Europe, 2001 for details). After a pilot study and the subsequent modification, content relevance was checked by two graduate students majoring in language testing in order to determine whether the tasks paralleled North's (2000) level descriptors and to guarantee the content aspect of validity. To explain, To describe Note. T = Task. Tasks 1 and 3A had two descriptors each because their expressions were very similar and because they were at the same level.
Analytic rating scales used in the current study had four categories: Task fulfillment, Vocabulary volume, Fluency, and Accuracy. All of these shared both proficiency (Bachman & Palmer, 1996; North, 2000) and achievement (Ministry of Education, Science & Culture, 1999; Wada, 2000) aspects. There were four levels for each category (0 to 3; see Appendix). Task fulfillment was designed for Tasks 2 and 3, which elicited short utterances, while the latter three were for Tasks 1, 4, and 5 for extended speech. Each rating category (e.g., Task fulfillment, Fluency) is referred to as a test item hereafter. 
Procedures
The speaking test was conducted in July 2002, on a face-to-face, one-on-one basis with an interviewer and a student sitting in a room alone for approximately 15 minutes. Eleven non-native English speakers with appropriate speaking ability for administering the test were trained as interviewers. All students were informed that that they would speak English in the test, but they were not informed about the test contents. Although Tasks 1, 4, and 5 required the students to speak for 90 seconds, interviewers moved to the next task when there was a silence of at least 15 seconds, in order to avoid pressuring the students. During the speaking test, all the utterances were tape-recorded and later transcribed.
Ratings where subjective judgments could be involved (e.g., Task fulfillment, in contrast to the count of uttered words) were done all by the author and half by half by two graduate students (non-native speakers of English), who attended the rater training session.
Analyses
The two research questions were answered using FACETS for Windows 3.45.2 (Linacre, 2003) , which implements the multi-faceted Rasch measurement model and produces item difficulty estimates, person ability estimates, and fit indices. Rasch analysis has three main advantages over classical test analysis (Henning, 1987) . First, item difficulty can be estimated independently of the sample size and the ability of the sample group. Second, person ability can be estimated independently of the number of items used and the difficulty of the items. Third, the reliability and standard error can be obtained for each item and test taker.
An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests. Research Question 1 is answered in two ways: first, by checking the ratio of misfitting items and misfitting students, and second, by comparing the order of item difficulty with the one predicted by North's (2000) scale. In relation to the first method, misfitting items and persons reveal that their scoring patterns are different from common response patterns (McNamara, 1996) . If the percentage of misfitting items/persons is small, the obtained data is consistent with the Rasch model, which can be considered to reflect North's scale dimension. A similarity between the predicted and actual order of item difficulty suggests suitability to the Japanese contexts. Research Question 2 is solved by relating speaking tasks to North's scale descriptors and by setting up cut-off levels, using the level-specified tasks.
The validity of the speaking test, or, strictly speaking, the validity of inferences and uses of the speaking test developed in this study, is also examined because of its importance in test development and use (e.g., Bachman, 1990) . Although validity has been considered a unitary concept, it is useful to deconstruct unified validity into six aspects to conduct validation studies (Messick, 1996) , three of which are explored in the current study. First, the content aspect is examined by experts by checking "the hypothesized match between test items or tasks and the construct that the test is intended to measure" (Chapelle, 1999, p. 260) , which was investigated in the section of Test Instrument (see section 4.2). Second, the structural aspect is examined by investigating "the extent to which observed dimensionality of response data is consistent with the hypothesized dimensionality of a construct" (Chapelle, p. 261 ). This analysis is a part of Research Question 1. Third, the generalizability aspect is observed by testing the hypotheses "based on a theory of the construct which includes how it should behave differently across groups of test-takers, time, instruction, or test task characteristics" (Chapelle, p. 262) . This study focuses on a difference in performance across groups.
Results

Main Results
The data of 17 items (i.e., eight items in Task fulfillment for Tasks 2 and 3, and nine items in Vocabulary volume, Fluency, and Accuracy for Tasks 1, 4, and 5), 171 examinees, and three raters were used for computing item difficulty, students' ability, and rater severity. The Rasch measurement model assumes unidimensionality, which means that a test assesses one type of ability or content. If the assumption of unidimensionality is met, the test provides validity evidence of the structural aspect of test scores. There are two methods to check for unidimensionality: (a) use factor analysis before using FACETS, and (b) calculate fit statistics (McNamara, 1996) . This study used the latter to verify unidimensionality.
After the initial calibration, fit statistics were examined in order to answer Research Question 1. Items and examinees were considered acceptable when infit mean square statistics (IMSSs) were within the mean plus or minus two standard deviations (i.e., M±2SD when n = 30 or more; McNamara, 1996) . The values over the higher end (i.e., more than M+2SD) suggest misfitting items or students. In the present study, all item IMSSs were within this range (1.1±2*0.4 = 0.3-1.9; see Table 4 ). All examinee IMSSs were within this range (1.0±2*0.5 = 0.0-2.0) except seven misfitting students (4%). The percentage exceeded 2％ of the acceptable criteria of having misfitting students (McNamara, 1996) . Since this may indicate problematic aspects of North's (2000) scale, misfitting students' performance are explored in section 5.2. Since most fit statistics of items and persons were acceptable, the unidimensionality was considered to be satisfied to a large extent, which suggests validity evidence of the structural aspect. All reliabilities were high (item reliability = .99; person reliability = .92; rater reliability = .00 [which means the reliability of 1.00; Linacre, 1991, p. 86] ; exact agreements of raters 94%), which also serves as validity evidence of the structural aspects. North's (2000) scale (see "Levels" in Table 2 ). For Tasks 1, 4, and 5, Predicted levels were only written for the rating category with the highest difficulty of the three. ( ) = Content or expected response. TF = Task fulfillment. Boldfaced = the easiest item at a certain level. Positive values of measures show more difficult items than the average of 0. Separation = 11.26. Table 5 shows students' ability ("Examinee" column), item difficulty ("Scale" column), and rater severity ("Ju[dges]" column) on the same scale ("Meas[ure]" column) with zero specified as the average. In the second column, students with higher speaking ability are located above zero, whereas students with lower speaking ability can be seen below zero. The test takers reflected a diverse range of speaking ability (M = 0.00, SD = 1.10). The third column contains the most difficult item at the top (Task 5 Accuracy) and the easiest item at the bottom (Task 1 Accuracy) 4 In order to investigate the attainment levels of speaking ability of Japanese JHS students, two steps were taken. First, the most difficult rating category (e.g., Task 4 Vocabulary) of the three (i.e., Vocabulary volume, Fluency, and Accuracy) of Tasks 1, 4, and 5, was considered to best represent North's (2000) descriptor because students could be regarded as having achieved a certain task when their ratings were satisfactory in all of the three rating categories. The results show that the overall trend of level ordering was similar to the levels predicted by North, as seen in Table 4 . One obvious difference between actual item difficulty and the predicted level was seen in Task 1 (Self-introduction), which was located in the Breakthrough level range, not in the Waystage level range. This may be because the test takers may have memorized fixed phrases that can be used for self-introduction, and achieved the task easily since this task may be repeated many times in class. The agreement ratio between the current study results and the predicted levels was 91％ (i.e., 10/11*100), which indicates overall applicability of North's scale to Japanese JHS students. Since Task 1 Vocabulary volume behaved differently from the prediction, its result was excluded from the following interpretation.
. There were a variety of items with a wide range of difficulty (M = 0.00, SD = 1.12). In the fourth column, the three raters' severity was similar at around minus one on the scale, which indicates that they were similarly lenient in rating (M = -0.95, SD = 0.03).
Second, cut-off points at each level corresponding to North's scale were determined based on the item difficulty. The present study set the cut-off points where 70％ (University of Cambridge ESOL, 2003) of a level was achieved, specifically 70％ of the interval 5 Table 6 shows the proportion of students who reached each speaking level. For instance, a student with a speaking ability estimate of 1.47 has school-based speaking proficiency at the Waystage level. It was found that the group of senior high school (SHS) students at both public and national schools (M = 1.75, SD = 0.89) had significantly higher speaking ability estimates than the group of JHS students at the other two schools (JHSs-A and B, M = -0.27, SD = 0.87), t (169) = -10.38, p < .05, which shows the validity evidence of the generalizability aspect. from the easiest item at that level to the easiest item at the next level. Thus, the cut-off points can be seen in Table 6 .
The results are that the patterns of the public JHS students were very similar. Average third-year public JHS students reached the Smattering level at both schools, and about 10％ of them reached the Breakthrough level, while the maximum level was Waystage level. In the Common European Framework scales, learners at the Breakthrough, Waystage, and Waystage Plus levels are considered "Basic users," but most JHS students did not reach these levels. The results of all five students at a public SHS reached the Breakthrough level or more, with the highest attainment level being the Waystage level. In contrast, all students at a national SHS reached at least the Tourist level, with the maximum level of Waystage Plus or above. Since all the students at SHS-P graduated from public JHS, the results derived from JHS-A, JHS-B, and SHS-P can be interpreted as public JHS students' speaking attainment levels. Since the results of this study were not derived from a random sampling procedure, the generalization may be limited, but the fact that the patterns of the two public schools were similar supports the view that this result is generalizable to some extent. 
Results of Misfitting Students
Among the seven misfitting students found in Main Results, most (n = 5, 71％) had very low speaking ability and belonged to the Below Smattering level, whereas the other two were at either the Tourist (n = 1) or Breakthrough (n = 1) levels. When their unexpected responses reported by FACETS were examined, some reasons for misfitting were revealed (see Table 7 ), such as misunderstandings of prompts (Student A b), and c)), which may suggest the need for further revision of items. Even when reasons for misfitting were not obvious at first sight, further analysis showed that there were consistent patterns in the following tasks: Task 1 and Task 2B, 2C, 2E. First, Task 1 was problematic for four examinees (Students B a), D a), E a), and G). Two students at the Below Smattering level (Students E a), and G) only said their names and finished the utterances, which were produced fluently, so they obtained higher fluency ratings than expected. However, the examinee at the Tourist level (Student B) made some noticeable mistakes, probably because he tried to speak as long as he could, while not depending on memorized phrases, and he thus obtained a lower accuracy rating than expected. Task 1 was detected as problematic in the previous section in terms of the Table 4 ). However, these are problems of Task 1, not a problem of North's (2000) scale. Second, the expected responses of problematic items (i.e., Task 2B, 2C, and 2E) are all fixed phrases. Student F did not produce the easiest item (Task 2E I'm sorry.) but accomplished more difficult items , whereas Students B, C, and E performed worse than the prediction. This indicates that the difficulty order of these three formulaic expressions may be unstable, especially for students at the Below Smattering level. However, the three items all reflected the Smattering level descriptors, and no orders exist between these descriptors in North's (2000) scale. This indicates that problems of Tasks 2B, 2C, and 2E did not come from the non-suitability of North's scale. To sum up, since most unexpected responses were explained by reasons not relevant to North's problems, the scale seems to suit Japanese JHS students overall as it is.
6. Discussion This study examined two research questions: (a) to what extent North's (2000) scale suits junior high school (JHS) students in Japan, and (b) what speaking level on North's scale Japanese JHS students can reach during three years of English-language study at JHSs. The results for (a) show that there were no misfitting items, and the level order of the items in comparison with the level order predicted by North was consistent overall except for one item. Although there was a rather large percentage of misfitting test takers (4％), the reasons of misfitting usually did not result from problems of North's scale. Therefore, it can be concluded that North's (2000) scale suits Japanese JHS students overall without any modification, as suggested by In'nami (2004) and Nekoda et al. (in press) .
The findings of Research Question 2 were as follows: Public third-year JHS students on average have school-based speaking proficiency at the Smattering level, and students with high proficiency at public JHSs reach the Breakthrough or Waystage levels of North's language proficiency scale. In addition, when all students at a national JHS are taken into consideration, the maximum level is expanded to include the Waystage Plus or above level. This result is consistent with the expectation that the Waystage Plus level is the highest level of speaking ability attainable for JHS students upon graduation based on the instruction time stipulated by the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture (1989) . One thing to be noticed is that these attainment levels are set on the understanding that the test content is limited to areas that students have already studied at school. Thus, when the content is not restricted, the result of attainment levels may be similar or lower.
Based on the current attainment levels, realistic goals of English language teaching should be determined. Although it is difficult to define the term "realistic," the author thinks that realistic goals should be set at levels that are a little high but still attainable when teachers and students make an effort. Thus, the goals at the JHS graduation should be set at the Tourist or Breakthrough levels for average public JHS students, and the Waystage, Waystage Plus, or Threshold levels for those with high proficiency. The information on the achievement level of Japanese JHS students can be useful not only for serving as the basis for realistic final goal settings but also for deciding on term-or year-long teaching objectives by selecting descriptors from each level. For example, in "Transactional information exchange," people at each level can successfully complete the following behaviors, the descriptors of which teachers can use in setting a teaching goal and evaluation categories and criteria (North, 2000) :
Waystage Plus level: "Can give simple directions and instructions (e.g., explain how to get somewhere, how to play a game)" Waystage level: "Can ask and answer questions about what they do in free time" Breakthrough level: "Can ask and answer questions about personal details, such as where they live, people they know, and things they have" Tourist level: "Can ask and tell day, time of day and date" (pp. [394] [395] As for the validity evidence of the speaking test developed in this study, three aspects of positive validity evidence were presented: content, structural, and generalizability aspects. The results suggest that there is an acceptable level of validity. Therefore, the tasks in the speaking test developed in this study can be used for estimating students' speaking ability levels up to Waystage Plus levels. In order to learn what speaking level students have reached, conducting and evaluating a few of the developed tasks can be sufficient to obtain approximate estimates although more tasks may clearly need to be administered in order to obtain more precise results.
Future research should examine senior high school and college students' attainment levels by increasing the target levels and the number of tasks in the speaking test. Moreover, not only school-based proficiency but also a whole range of proficiency needs to be assessed. Additionally, more aspects of validity should be examined in terms of the speaking test developed in this study. Lastly, more precise methods need to be used for linking tests to North's scale and the CEF scales, based on Council of Europe (2003). 2004), for example, for other problems of the Action Plan. 2. The degree of validity of self-assessments is controversial. However, three self-assessment studies (Jones, 2002; Nekoda et al. in press; North, 2002b) related to the CEF scales were considered to have some validity because, according to Oscarson (1997) , self-assessments are more valid when conducted "in relation to concrete descriptions of more narrowly defined linguistic situations" (p. 183), which is true in the case of the papers cited above. 3. Although North (2000) does not consider "Smattering" a level, the present research treated it as one level in order to differentiate subtle changes in speaking proficiency. 4. The reason why Accuracy of Tasks 1 and 4 was the least difficult, whereas that of Task 5 was the most difficult may be that the former two tasks seemed to elicit more formulaic expressions, while Task 5 seemed to encourage students to construct their own utterances. 5. The reason why cut-off points were determined at 70％ of the intervals and not at 70％ of the tasks was that the number of items at each level varied (e.g., one item at the Tourist level and three at the Smattering level) and the 70％ criterion of the tasks could lead to a differential setting of difficulty levels. 6. Cut-off points were calculated as follows:
-0.66 at the Smattering level (i.e., [-0.22-(-1.68 North (2000) , in which all the levels had almost equal intervals. It should be noted that the cut-off point of the Waystage Plus or above level is an estimate, so the interpretation should be make cautiously.
